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When teachers endorse and propagate stereotypes about gender and reading – un-
consciously or not – boys pick up on it and, over time, internalise the belief that 
girls just read more and are better readers.

So, to summarise, when we look at the research picture around boys and reading 
we find that:

1. Boys generally perform less well than girls on reading tests

2. Boys read less frequently and enjoy reading less than girls, and this enjoyment 
gap has widened during the 2020 pandemic

3. The gender gap is much better explained by cultural attitudes towards reading 
than any biological differences

4. When boys’ negative attitudes towards reading are controlled for, gender read-
ing gaps disappear

5. Teachers hold stereotypical preconceptions about boys’ reading ability and, 
from an early age, boys pick up on this

Armed with this evidence, it’s clear that we need to get boys reading often and read-
ing for enjoyment. This will ensure they do as well as girls on reading tests. Identify-
ing the remedy is easy. But, in practice, shifting boys’ mindsets is going to be difficult. 
Let’s start to look at some steps we can take to make a start on this colossal task…

What can we do about it?

 ● Challenge stereotypes about boys and reading

Despite the small sample size, the research of Pansu et al.23 offers some evidence 
that when teachers’ stereotypical attitudes about boys and reading are taken out of 
the equation, gender reading gaps can evaporate. In conditions where stereotypes 
about gender and reading were reduced ‘boys and girls performed similarly’. Inter-
estingly, in the groups that were subjected to stereotypes about gender and reading, 
the negative effects on boys’ reading were observed even when the stereotypes 
were ‘subtle and implicit’ as opposed to ‘explicit and directional’. In other words, 
teachers don’t even need to make obvious, blatantly stereotypical comments to 
have a damaging impact on boys’ views of themselves as readers. It’s essential, 
therefore, that we think very carefully about the language we use and decisions we 
make. Think about what you might say, for example, in the following scenarios:

 ● Abdul wants to move up to purple books but you’re not sure whether he’s quite 
ready

 ● Mr Jameson sticks his head into your classroom and asks if you can recommend 
any good books about football for Billy, explaining that he’s mad about sport but 
not a keen reader
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 ● Your head of department asks you to re-write the scheme of learning, as there 
are a few ‘boy-heavy’ classes and they’re likely to struggle with that much  
reading

 ● You lend Connor an action adventure book based on Greek myths and he brings 
it back the next day saying he read a few pages but didn’t enjoy it

 ● Angus, who is notorious for rushing through his maths questions, says  
he has finished and wants to read his book while everyone else completes  
the test

There isn’t necessarily an obvious answer to these situations. Context is all-impor-
tant. But how you react to scenarios like these will send out powerful messages to 
the colleagues you work with and the boys that you teach.

 ● Don’t just rely on DEAR

There is no shortage of initiatives that are designed to ensure that boys have suffi-
cient independent reading opportunities in school. When I was at middle school, 
we had USSR (Uninterrupted Sustained Silent Reading). When I moved to my sec-
ond school as Head of English, I inherited a reading practice that is popular among 
many schools: DEAR (Drop Everything And Read). Regardless of what lesson stu-
dents were in, be it English or textiles or PE, they would simply read for 30 min-
utes. While a noble, well-intentioned scheme, I quickly spotted the programme’s 
serious limitations. Boys who liked reading grasped the chance to make a further 
dent into their latest book. Boys who disliked reading did all they could to avoid 
reading: constant requests to go to the toilet, or change their book (for the fourth 
time that week), or enquiring whether they might possibly read on their phone in-
stead, as they found that ‘easier’. For struggling and reluctant male readers, DEAR 
had quickly mutated into DEAPR (drop everything and pretend to read). If I’d been 
given a quid for every time I spotted a boy ‘reading’ Diary of a Wimpy Kid upside 
down, I’d have had enough money to buy a signed first edition of His Dark Mate-
rials24. Far from closing reading gaps, DEAPR was unwittingly accentuating them. 
As Alex Quigley notes:

We should critically appraise such important choices with our precious cur-
riculum time. The research evidence that attends sustained silent reading can 
prove variable in its impact on our pupils’ reading…25

Quigley cites the findings of a 2019 EEF literacy report that found that silent read-
ing initiatives have ‘inconsistent effects on student outcomes and motivation’26. 
Some schools have implemented DEAR with great success. But these positive out-
comes have only happened when DEAR has been used in conjunction with other 
motivational strategies. Unless you design reading interventions that not only pro-
vide boys with the time to read but also chip away at their anti-reading mind-
sets, your silent reading programmes will be doomed to perpetuate the gender  
reading gap.
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 ● Create and maintain a whole-school reading culture

CASE STUDY 1

Alice Visser-Furay, reading intervention specialist, literacy coordinator, English and His-
tory teacher, King Alfred’s Academy, Oxfordshire

Boys don’t read? At King Alfred’s Academy, they do…
We are a large mixed comprehensive in rural Oxfordshire with an increasing number 

of disadvantaged students, largely from white working-class backgrounds; boys make up 
52% of the year 7–11 cohort.

Several years ago we didn’t have any sort of reading culture. The library for year 7 
and 8 was used for detentions and meetings; the stock was outdated and the environ-
ment unwelcoming. Even within the English department, there was little talk about the 
importance of reading for pleasure. Teachers and leaders had no idea about the reading 
progress – or lack thereof – of our students as we did not test or evaluate students’ 
reading. No interventions were in place, except putting students in boy-heavy bottom 
sets which had a negative impact on behaviour and progress. When asked about reading 
at King Alfred’s, one year 7 boy said ‘they don’t give us help with reading, and if you can’t 
read by yourself because you struggle, then you won’t improve on any reading.’

We are delighted that over the course of only 4 years, we have managed to build 
a reading culture and transform boys’ reading attitudes and attainment. The following 
information comes from the Accelerated Reader (AR) programme, which we started 
using in 2016, and from opinion surveys.

 ■ In the 2019–2020 school year, 58% of our 94 ‘Word Millionaires’ were boys. Word 
millionaire status is achieved through the AR programme. Each time a student passes 
a quiz on a book they have read, they are ‘awarded’ the total word count of the book

 ■ Between Oct 2019 and January 2020,  year 7 boys made on average 5 months reading 
age progress, compared to 3 months for the whole cohort

 ■ In 2019–2020, 95% of year 7 and 8 boys engaged with Accelerated Reader quizzing 
(100% in 2018–2019)

 ■ In 20182019, 68% of year 7 and 8 boys reported reading more than they had in pri-
mary school

 ■ Previously struggling/reluctant male readers report that that they feel ‘motivated’ 
and ‘encouraged’ by our approaches to reading. ‘I used to think I hated reading, but 
then Miss helped me find interesting books. Now I love it’ said one boy; another 
commented that ‘I thought reading was really hard and hardly ever finished books. 
Now after help from Reading Partners in year 7, I feel much more confident – I even 
became a word millionaire in year 8!’

How did we achieve this turnaround? First and foremost, we have worked on improving 
our library to ensure it is a dynamic and welcoming space with a wide range of books 
to interest all students. We create and regularly update booklists with recommendations 
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for age-appropriate books in different genres. We focus particularly on books to en-
gage reluctant and struggling readers, investing in Barrington Stoke and Badger Learning 
books which are dyslexia-friendly or short and engaging. We buy heavily discounted 
books from charity shops, and add them to the library, sell them at parents’ evenings 
or gift them to Pupil Premium students, knowing that book ownership plays a role in 
reading engagement. In 2018–2019, 3210 books were donated or sold to our students!

Another key factor is the implementation of a whole school reading policy which 
is strongly supported by the Senior Leadership Team and the larger KA’s community. 
Every student is expected to have a book with them at all times, and this is checked by 
teachers throughout the day. Students who don’t have a book are sent to the library to 
receive personalised advice on book choice. All English lessons in Key Stage 3 begin with 
10 minutes of silent reading, and many other subjects choose to begin their lessons with 
reading also. We communicate regularly with parents about our whole school reading 
policy, emphasising the importance of reading and ensuring that they know how to 
encourage and support a child who is a reluctant reader. We use parents’ evenings for 
book-tailored advice and book sales.

The Accelerated Reader (AR) programme has underpinned our reading turnaround, 
as it helps us to monitor progress and put in place interventions where needed – and we 
have also found it beneficial for improving engagement with reading. Some argue that AR 
only leads to superficial or extrinsic motivation, but we have found that the consistency 
of regular reading and quizzing builds stamina, which leads to higher motivation and 
engagement as students begin to see themselves as readers. Over time, we have learned 
to use the AR programme effectively:

 ■ We have dedicated AR silent reading lessons once per fortnight run exclusively by 
teachers with a strong interest in young people’s fiction. These teachers regularly 
check students’ reading engagement through their quizzing records, AR books and 
one-to-one discussions

 ■ Students are encouraged to quiz on books that are the right level of challenge for 
them – though we certainly don’t restrict students from reading books that their test 
results say are ‘too hard’

 ■ The most recalcitrant readers are flagged and given individual support by the Reading 
Intervention Specialist

 ■ Success is celebrated: we contact home for students who have shown improved 
engagement; from 2018–2020, we had 121 boy word millionaires

 ■ Students take Star Reading Tests four times per year. They receive a label with their 
Standardised Score (they know to try to get to 100 or higher). We don’t share read-
ing ages with students as this can be demoralising for weaker readers

Because of our regular testing, we are able to put timely interventions in place. We are 
particularly thrilled with the impact of the ‘Reading Partner’ programme (started in 
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2018). Students with a low reading age are given weekly one-to-one 30-minute reading 
sessions with trained community volunteers; most of the volunteers are retired and 
it is heartwarming to see the grandparent/child relationship that develops, giving stu-
dents a positive experience of reading. In 2019–2020, 14 (out of 23) year 7 students 
receiving this intervention were boys – and this group of boys made a stunning 20 
months of progress in 3 months! In 2018–2019, 20 of 24 year 7 ‘Reading Partner’ stu-
dents were boys, and they made an average 19.7 months of progress over the course  
of 8 months.

We have also started a ‘Reading Scholar’ programme for struggling Pupil Premium 
Key Stage 3 and 4 students, which included lots of boys; plus a ‘Link Leaders’ programme 
for year 8 boys with significant behaviour issues (often linked with poor literacy). Both 
of these interventions involve trained members of staff doing Academic Reading in small 
groups using research-driven Reciprocal Reading strategies.

Finally, we have many reading events throughout the year to generate a buzz around 
reading – and we actively recruit boys to participate. These include Carnegie Shad-
owing (28 boys participated in 2019, including several previously reluctant readers); 
Read for Empathy initiatives; World Book Day celebrations; Summer Reading Bingo chal-
lenges; Library Leader roles; and an afterschool Library Elective programme, which had  
10 students in 2019–2020 – all boys!

 ● Provide boys with easy access to books to read at home

As Visser-Furay highlights, we know from research into reading and achievement 
that having access to books at home is linked to educational success27. We also 
know, however, from a 2018 National Literacy Trust survey that ‘more girls than 
boys say that they have a book of their own at home, and the difference is statisti-
cally significant’28. The survey goes on to illustrate that when these boys are FSM 
or have SEN status, the likelihood of them owning books at home lessens further. 
Parents are more likely to give a book as a present to a daughter than to a son. In 
schools like King Alfred’s, where the library is prioritised as a focal point for all 
learners, boys still have access to high quality reading material. But elsewhere li-
braries are closing at a worrying rate, both in schools and in wider communities. 
As Nonte et al.’s recent research argues:

School libraries, especially if they are well equipped, have been strongly 
linked to both positive attitudes toward reading and student reading 
achievement…29

Where school libraries are closed or poorly-stocked, some dedicated classroom 
teachers have seized the initiative and plugged the gaps, making books available 
for boys to take home and read.
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CASE STUDY 2

Freya Odell, Head of English, St George’s British International School, Rome
A really influential book for me was The Book Whisperer by Donalyn Miller. One of 

her first recommendations was that in order for students to read we need to capture 
their interest. She says:

In order to make personal reading recommendations to my students, I need to 
learn about their past reading experiences and their interests both in and out of 
school. I mine these surveys for nuggets of information that will form the basis 
for book recommendations. Students may not be able to describe what types of 
books they might like to read, but if I have knowledge of their personal interests, 
I will be able to find books that match a topic they enjoy.31

I issued my students with an interest survey and it was really interesting to ‘mine’ these 
surveys and find out more about my students’ interests, hobbies and ideas.

Miller suggests that you build your own classroom library for your own classroom. 
After reading this, I bought everyone in the department a bookshelf and promised more 
bookshelves when those ones had been filled up. I filled my bookshelf up.

One day the magic happened. A student stayed behind after the lesson to ask if they 
could borrow one of my books and take it home to read. We forget that statistics have said 
that there are many families without a single book in their house, increasing the importance 
of libraries. I was delighted. And soon after, another student asked to borrow a book and 
then another. One boy’s mum apologised after she found about five books at their home!

Now every time I buy a new book for the library, I make sure I read it first and then 
I spend five minutes of that lesson telling them about that book and sharing excerpts 
with them. I recently did this with One by Sarah Crossan32 and Robin Talley’s Lies We Tell 
Ourselves33. The next lesson, students made a beeline for the book. And then I realised 
that some students had been to the school library to take this book out. And then I 
realised that some students had asked their parents to buy the book. So the importance 
with the classroom library is that each book that goes on to the shelf has been read and 
recommended by you.

 ● Reject myths about boys’ reading preferences

Despite Odell’s success with getting boys hooked on novels from the classroom 
library, generally, girls like reading fiction, while boys prefer non-fiction. Right? 
Well, while some researchers have argued34 that there is evidence to suggest that 
given a choice boys do opt for non-fiction, others have outlined a more nuanced 

As Freya Odell writes on her blog30, finding out more about reading interests and 
setting up a classroom library was without doubt the most successful strategy she 
has used to boost boys’ engagement with reading.
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view of boys’ reading habits. Recent research by Margaret Merga, for example, 
which examined the reading preferences of Australian children, showed that ‘male 
respondents…displayed no marked preference for non-fiction, and males were 
more likely to prefer to exclusively read fiction than non-fiction’35.

Using a much smaller sample of three year 6 classrooms, Moss and McDonald’s 
intriguing 2004 study36 found that boys borrowed as much fiction as the girls and 
that ‘non-fiction made up only 10% of the stock borrowed’. As Moss and McDonald 
explain, the widespread belief that boys want or need a diet comprised mainly of 
non-fiction, despite the evidence for this assertion being mixed at best, taps into a 
common perception that school libraries are too feminised and ‘do not do enough 
to supply or promote the kinds of non-fiction that boys are really interested in’. In 
reality, Moss and McDonald contend:

the boys most likely to choose to read non-fiction texts during quiet reading 
time were those whom the school designated ‘weak readers’. The kinds of 
non-fiction texts they chose were from a highly specific subset that were both 
visually dense and deployed non-linear reading paths.

The non-fiction picture book

In other words, boys’ apparent fondness for non-fiction may, in some cases, have 
more to do with the type of non-fiction ‘picture books’ that struggling male readers 
are encouraged to pick up during reading time. Indeed, where Moss and McDonald 
found boys reading fiction with enthusiasm, it was not related to the genre of books 
that boys were given. Instead it was down to a classroom culture that very much 
resembles Freya Odell’s classroom; one that encouraged and enabled books to be 
shared between children:

…it is about creating the opportunities for children to circulate texts amongst 
themselves more informally. This is both about having enough of the same 
texts available to allow for this kind of sharing (a single copy of a popular 
book would make it harder to circulate), but also about creating the space for 
children to be able to recommend texts to each other so that what has been 
borrowed and what is worth spending time on becomes visible and common 
knowledge, in an appropriate forum.

 ● Investigate the potential of audiobooks

Remember those depressing figures from the start of the chapter about boys’ read-
ing during lockdown? Well, not everything contained in the report about boys and 
books is so dire. One area of particular interest to teachers trying to chip away at 
gender reading gaps is the potential of audiobooks to get boys engaged with sto-
ries. As the authors of the report point out, audiobooks are ‘the only format where 
more boys than girls said that they enjoy it more and are doing it more often’37. 
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Intriguingly, audiobooks appear to act as something of a ‘gateway drug’ for getting 
boys hooked on to other forms of reading, with 51.1% of boys ‘saying that listening 
to audiobooks has increased their interest in reading’. There may well be other lit-
eracy benefits: 43.2% of boys reported that listening to audiobooks ‘has made them 
more interested in writing’.

Are audiobooks ‘proper’ reading?

Nonetheless, despite these promising figures, you might worry that in pushing 
audiobooks onto boys you’ll rob them of the benefits of actually reading print. Yet 
as Daniel Willingham has noted ‘research shows that adults get nearly identical 
scores on a reading test if they listen to the passages instead of reading them’38. 
Listening to books can aid elements of comprehension by allowing students to 
pick up on the nuances of the tone, with an emphasis on certain words. However, 
as Willingham explains, one study showed how readers of print outperformed lis-
teners of podcasts on comprehension quizzes performed two days later, scoring 81 
percent compared to 59 percent39. And the reason for this?

When we focus, we slow down. We reread the hard bits. We stop and think. 
Each is easier with print than with a podcast. Print also supports readers 
through difficult content via signals to organization like paragraphs and head-
ings, conventions missing from audio…difficult texts demand additional 
mental strategies.40

Audiobooks aren’t a panacea then. But they certainly offer a possible route to get-
ting more boys reading. They have practical advantages, like being able to listen to 
them while you exercise or get the bus to school. Get boys listening to stories and 
they might just be more likely to move on to print.

 ● Move from extrinsic to intrinsic rewards over time

Chapter 1 demonstrated the links between extrinsic motivation and boys’ academic 
underperformance. As such, we view systems like Accelerated Reader that reward 
boys for completing quizzes, or reading a certain number of words in a year, with 
scepticism. By contrast, intrinsic reading motivation is widely acknowledged as 
a key factor in developing reading achievement among boys. I adore reading but, 
let’s be honest, there are times when it can be a chore rather than a joyful activity. 
Whether it’s Derrida, Dickens or Mrs Dalloway, I’ve had reading experiences less 
pleasurable than trips to the dentist. But I’ve persisted. And have gained insight and 
understanding along the way (ok, not with Derrida). As Froiland and Oros assert:

Intrinsic motivation helps the reader to persist through challenging parts of 
texts and thus to be thoroughly engaged in reading, instead of quitting when 
it becomes difficult.41
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Indeed, Froiland and Oros’s research suggests that gender reading achievement 
gaps can disappear when intrinsic motivation is introduced. When faced with 
challenging reading – and for many boys we’re not talking Bleak House but rather 
relatively simple texts – intrinsic motivation is essential. Something like an Ac-
celerated Reader certificate surely isn’t going to cut it. Yet, as Alice Visser-Furay’s 
and Freya Odell’s case studies illustrate, reluctant readers will need some encour-
agement in the early days of their transition from non-readers to regular readers. 
It would be a mistake to think that extrinsic influences can sustain their interest 
in the long run. But starting with a few innocuous extrinsic rewards, and then 
gradually hooking them onto the intrinsic benefits of reading for pleasure makes 
sense. In both case studies, we see how the right support from their teachers leads 
to a tipping point. To begin with, you might prompt boys to reading by insisting on 
certain expectations, or because they get something out of it. But if you persist and 
work on their intrinsic motivation you might find that, seemingly against all odds, 
they have become habitual readers. Once boys start to enjoy the activity of reading 
in itself, your work is done.
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